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Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.
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You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.


Foreword
by Professor Tim Spector
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Just five years ago if someone said to you that they were writing a book about sourdough bread and mental health, you would have thought they needed psychiatric help. Today nobody is laughing as the latest science tells us that microbes are the key link between food and the health of our minds and bodies. The science of the microbiome is only a decade old – but it is probably the most exciting and fast-moving field of medicine. Food as medicine was big at the time of the ancient Greeks and slowly lost its influence, but it is having a major renaissance. This is partly the result of the new scientific discoveries, but also a backlash against the influence of the pharmaceutical industry that has been pushing expensive drugs of reducing benefit and increasing side effects on us. As the pharmaceutical companies are now giving way to the increasing financial and political power of the dozen global food companies that supply 70 per cent of our food, many of us are rejecting the highly processed products on offer and want to find out more about traditional or artisan foods and how to make them ourselves.

There is now increasingly good evidence that switching to a healthy diet is as good as the average effect of an anti-depressant. Traditional breadmaking using whole grains and natural yeast starters is at the heart of a good healthy diet, providing crucial amounts of fibre that most of us lack as well as other nutrients and gut-friendly chemicals. The microbes that create the gas that makes the bread die in the process of baking. Although some early research indicates dead microbes can provide some benefit to humans, this is still speculative. But just the act of preparing the dough and baking may itself confer unexpected health benefits. Every sourdough baker will carry healthy bacteria and yeast on their hands which will be unique to them, making every starter unique in the composition of microbes. There is anecdotal evidence that bakers are on average healthier than their peers and some of this may be due to the benefits of manual work as well as their regular contact with friendly microbes leading to a more diverse gut community.

As everyone has a unique set of gut microbes, and even identical twins only share around a third of them, it is hard to define the perfect healthy gut community known as the gut microbiome. Nevertheless, researchers around the world like myself, have consistently found that the number of different species or microbiome diversity is the common factor that separates people with health problems from those without. In a study of 11,000 samples from combining the British and American Gut projects we found that the most important factor determining high gut microbe diversity was not whether you were vegan or gluten free – but how many different plants you eat per week.

We found that diversity increased steadily until you got to 30 plant varieties weekly. To many people this sounds a challenge, but as Vanessa explains in this book, by plants we also mean not just broccoli but every type of nut, seed, grain, herb and berry. This makes the task of feeding your gut microbes optimally much more interesting and exciting than just drinking kale smoothies.

This book is a much-needed, unique and very practical guide to how you can use the new knowledge of the gut microbes to improve your health as well as developing and expanding your skills in the kitchen. Once you understand the art of fermenting foods you are in a privileged position to grasp how microbes work inside your own body and how important it is to keep them happy. This book is packed with novel tips on how to enhance every dish you make in a way that will be great for the health of your microbes, and you will learn all about their favourite foods like special types of fibre, pro- and pre-biotics and the amazing world of polyphenols. On the journey with this book you will discover many tasty new dishes and combinations enriching your body, mind and microbes – so enjoy!

Tim Spector MB MSC FRCP FSB FMedSci
Professor of Genetic Epidemiology
Kings College London
Author of The Diet Myth and Spoon Fed
@timspector
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Introduction

This book tells the story of how we have evolved with symbiotic microbes at our core, how we lost our way of eating and how we can find our way back again. In this story you are the hero: because reading and baking from this book isn’t just baking. It is an act of defiance and beautiful disruption. But before I tell you more about that, let’s start at the beginning.

Who are we really?

We evolved symbiotically with a collective of microbes at the heart of our digestive system to become the complex sentient beings we are today. Although we are only just beginning to understand the full extent to which we are connected to the microbial world, we now have irrefutable evidence that the health and diversity of our gut microbiome affects both mood and cognitive function. These microbes are on our hands, in the soil and in the biosphere. They are the foundations of our world, and finally we have the scientific understanding that explains how our food, hearts and minds are inextricably linked, not just by consciousness, but by a collective of powerful microbes that go all the way to our creation and back again.

There is emerging evidence that in the West, our biomes have, on average, less than 50 per cent of the diversity we once had, compared to hunter-gatherer tribes such as the Hadza Tribe in Tanzania. Some scientists are even discussing extinction-level loss of microbial diversity.

Is everything you understand about baking wrong?

While this book has incredibly delicious recipes to bake and eat, it is not a book about baking. This is a book about understanding. I will share some of the most detailed knowledge of the connection between our food, gut microbiome and potential impact on mental health to date, both in the book and at the Sourdough School. This is an insight into the future of our food.

Why focus on mental health

The workshops at my Sourdough School are centred around the relationship between wellness, grain fermentation and the gut microbiome, because our gut health has been linked to so many areas of health. In fact, almost all non-communicable diseases have been linked to gut health, from diabetes and obesity to autoimmune conditions, such as arthritis, and neurodegenerative diseases, such as Alzheimer’s. Although physical and mental health are not separate, together they are a vast topic, so in this book I have chosen to focus on mental health and baking to feed the people we love. Knowing how what we eat can affect our mood is one thing, but understanding how to apply this knowledge in our homes is quite another. My personal definition of being in good mental health is to care: because when we stop caring, we are no longer empathic, and we self-destruct.

Exactly what is meant by mental health?

According to the World Health Organisation (WHO), good mental health is ‘a state of wellbeing in which every individual realises his or her own potential, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, and is able to make a contribution to her or his community’. In modern society, there are not only epidemic numbers of people suffering from anxiety, depression and stress, but also a growing number of people suffering from severe disorders such as schizophrenia.

It is now estimated that over 40 per cent of people visiting their GP in the UK are reporting mental health issues. We have to take mental health seriously. Statistics show that people with mental health disorders are more likely to have a significantly increased risk of type 2 diabetes and even some cancers, and are six times more likely to die from cardiovascular disease (even if they are aged between 25 and 44 years).

Getting your hands busy

There is a huge body of evidence to show that physically making something or learning a new skill has a rewiring effect that disrupts patterns in the brain. This has been found to help lower stress and anxiety levels. Baking is about taking time for yourself, but it equally it is about sharing and making a social connection. Again, the evidence of this being good for mental health is extremely well reported.

Modern baking – a tragic loop

The fact that baking has the potential to be good for the soul is enough to get me into the kitchen. Sharing a treat is an expression of compassion, and all home-baked goods avoid the multitudes of preservatives and additives (including emulsifiers, which have been proven to reduce gut microbial diversity) found in commercial baked goods. That said, there is a tragic irony in expressing love for someone or cheering yourself up with something that is made with high levels of refined flour and sugar, unwittingly exacerbating the malnourishment of a Western gut microbiome.

Why should you be concerned about our food system?

This is a book about comfort food, but it will not always be comfortable to read. I will be challenging your ideas about baking, because our diet is one of the major factors in the devolution of our cognitive function and in the erosion of our collective relationship with each other and our planet. To continue as we are now is to destroy the symbiotic relationship we evolved with: a micro-destruction. The consequences of continuing to starve our gut of the essential fibre we need will be just as devastating as the macro-destruction taking place in our global environment. We must address both if we are to survive as a species.

How what you eat could change the way you feel

An incredible body of evidence is emerging in a new field of research into food and mental health, with pioneering scientists such as Felice Jacka and her team at the Food and Mood Centre leading the way. One of Felice’s findings was that women who ate higher levels of wholegrains, fruit and vegetables were less likely to suffer from depression. John Cryan, a neuropharmacologist and gut microbiome expert from the University College Cork, has been uncovering evidence that certain probiotics have a positive effect on mood. We are still learning about the full impact of the way we eat on the way we feel. What we do finally have, though, is a base on which to understand both the microbes in our guts and the role of fermentation in baking. We can apply this evidence to the way we bake, and in so doing, discover the importance of grain diversity and our biosphere, Earth. I will be going into all these details, with evidence about how the way we approach our baking can nurture our gut microbes. I’ll be exploring the studies about how our cakes, bakes and breads may even modulate the microbes that contribute to mental health and brain function. It has taken years to bring the research together, and waiting for more evidence is frustrating, so all the sources used in our research (over 300 studies) and the most up-to-date resources for further reading are shared on our website.

Where do we go from here?

Nourishment is the starting point for change. You will learn how you can optimise your mental health by changing the way you bake. All the recipes in this book are ‘diversity bakes’. A robust gut microbiome is associated with better mental health. This is achieved through using a diversity of ingredients. Challenging a system that is heavily based on industrially produced foods that are high in refined carbohydrates and sugar is not only about knowledge, but achievable action. To create, bake and nourish is an enjoyable and anarchistic approach to change.

But I’m not ill ...

Given that a combination of poor diet and poor mental health are the leading causes of mortality and morbidity worldwide, we cannot wait for the medical profession to lead. Indeed, by the time you get to the doctor, much of the damage is already done. The Institute of Medicine (now known as the National Academy of Medicine) uncovered that research can take up to 17 years to reach our local surgeries. So, before you dismiss the concept of eating for mental health, think carefully. Perhaps rather than wait until we become unwell, we should use the opportunity of feeling well to stay well.

In the end ...

Baking is essentially a way to express love, the most powerful feeling in the world. It is not words that you will remember about a moment in time, but the way you felt. Your state of mind defines who you are and your place in the world. Baking is no longer just an indulgence. It is a radical act that will empower you to understand how to eat co-operatively with your gut microbiome. This will give you the power to live the most beautiful (and delicious) life possible.

Love, bake, nourish.
Vanessa x
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Baker Michael James, author of The Tivoli Road Baker and the amazing guest stylist for this book.
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